
 

 

Trade Union Case History - Dealing with depression 
 
Introduction 
 
As a UNITE branch secretary I was contacted by a member who had been off work for two months 
and had been asked to attend a sickness absence review meeting. She wished to be represented 
at that meeting. The employer did not recognise a trade union. A number of its employees were 
trade union members. 
 
The employee had been off work with depression and had been taking medication. 
I advised her that she did not have a statutory right to be represented at the meeting but we could 
request representation. We agreed on a pre-meeting at which she would be accompanied by a 
mental health advocate so that I would be fully briefed on the background of her condition. At the 
meeting I learnt that the member was a research worker with a number of years service and she 
alleged that the depression was workplace related due to bullying by her male boss. She said, and 
her GP agreed, that she could return to work if her employer did something to stop the bullying, As 
far as I was concerned the incidents that the employee related constituted ‘bullying’ as normally 
defined. I could see that the type of bullying described could result in severe, clinical, depression. 
 
Sickness Absence Review 
 
The employer agreed to trade union representation at this meeting. The employer wished to 
commission an occupational health report which we agreed subject to our side submitting, for 
consideration, amendments to the questions to be put to OH. Eventually we all agreed on the 
questions to be asked. The report would deal with the arrangements necessary to make a return to 
work successful. 
 
Occupational Health Report 
 
The occupational health report had been received and a meeting was convened to discuss it. The 
employer agreed that the employee could be represented by a trade union at the meeting. It was 
accepted that we would talk about the employer making ‘reasonable adjustments’ although the 
employer did not necessarily accept that the employee had a disability as defined by the Equality 
Act. The employer did not accept that the male boss had been a bully as defined by their ‘Dignity 
At Work’ policy. The employer did accept that there was a workplace relationship issue that 
needed to be addressed. After discussion the meeting was adjourned so that employee could draft 
a list of the ‘reasonable adjustments’ that she considered were required to enable a successful 
return to work. 
 
Meeting with employee 
 
Once the list was drafted I met with the employee to study the list to see if they were reasonable 
and negotiable (cost and practicality). Once we agreed on the final list it was forwarded to the 
employer. 
 
Occupational Health Report Continued 
 
The adjourned meeting was reconvened and the list presented. The list included: 
 
- no one to one contact with her boss although they could meet in team meetings; 
- work instructions would be done by email and not by phone; 
- the employee would have a separate work station and would not be in the same room  
as the boss; 
- the return to work will be a phased return to work over a month; 
- the employee could contact her advocate for support using work phones if necessary; 



 

 

- the employee could contact her trade union representative for support using work phones if 
necessary; 

- the employee could have a coffee break or ‘walk around the block’ if necessary. 
 
The employer agreed to these measures for the period of the phased return to work. At the 
meeting that would review the success of the phased return to work there would also be a review 
of the ‘reasonable adjustments’ and a decision taken on whether all or some should continue. 
 
Thereafter the ‘reasonable adjustments’ would be reviewed every two months. 
 
Phased Return to Work Review 
 
I accompanied the employee to the phased return to work review. The employee was now working 
full time. It was agreed by all sides that the phased return to work and the adjustments had more or 
less worked. It was agreed that the employee was now fully productive. 
 
It was agreed that the reasonable adjustments would continue and would be reviewed in two 
months. 
 
These reviews may have taken place but  trade union representation was not required. The 
employee continued to work full time and was made redundant a couple of years later. She 
quickly got another skilled job commensurate with her skills and experience and is in that 
job today. 
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